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DISTRIBUTION OF 

FLAX VARIETIES 

IN THE PRAIRIE PROVINCES 

(1949 - 1961) 

F. J. GREANEY AND J. BARNES 1 / 


INTRODUCTION 

Surveys to determine the extent to which different varieties of 
flax are grown in the Prairie Provinces have been conducted an¬ 
nually since 1949. The results for the thirteen-year period, 1949 
to 1961, are presented in this circular. 

TRENDS IN FLAX PRODUCTION 

The acreage, average yield per acre, and total production of 
flax seed in Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta for each of the 
thirteen years, 1949 to 1961, are shown in Table I. 

It is clear from the figures in Table 1, that flax production in the 
Prairie Provinces is subject to considerable fluctuation. During the 
period under review it varied from 1,973,000 bushels in 1949 to an 
all-time record of 34,600,000 bushels which was produced on 3,010,000 
acres in 1956. As the figures in Table I show, since 1957, the annual 
production of flax seed in the Prairie Provinces has continued at a 
relatively high level, averaging 19,106,000 bushels for the five years, 
1957 to 1961. 

In recent years flax has assumed considerable importance as a 
commercial small grain crop in the Prairie Provinces. It now oc¬ 
cupies a much higher standing among field crops than formerly. The 
recent sustained interest of prairie farmers in the growing of flax 
can be attributed largely to the development and release of improved 
varieties: varieties more adaptable to special soil and climatic condi¬ 
tions; varieties which ripen earlier and possess more resistance 
to rust, wilt, and other diseases; and varieties of superior oil content 
and quality. As flax is a poor weed competitor, another factor 
that has played an important part in stabilizing flax production in 
the Prairie Provinces has been the introduction and effectiveness 
of modern chemical weed control methods. In brief, the improve¬ 
ments in varieties, cultural practices and weed control methods have 
made flax a much safer crop to grow in the Prairie Provinces. 

1/ Director and Chief Seed Technician, respectively, Line Elevators Farm Service 
Winnipeg, Manitoba. 
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VARIETAL SURVEY METHODS 

The annual flax varietal survey results herein reported were com¬ 
piled from information obtained from some 1,800 country grain buy¬ 
ers in Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta of Grain Companies as¬ 
sociated with the Line Elevators Farm Service. In each survey year 
each grain buyer was asked to estimate the percentage of the total 
flax acreage in the district served by his elevator (shipping point) 
individual flax varieties occupied. The acreage estimates submitted 
by grain buyers were analyzed and compiled, by provinces. More 
detailed information on the methods used in variety surveys made 
by this Department will be found in Line Elevators Farm Service 
Circular No. 22, 1960. 

DISTRIBUTION OF VARIETIES OF FLAX 

The acreage of each variety of flax grown in Manitoba, Sas¬ 
katchewan and Alberta in 1961, and the percentage of the acreage 
each variety occupied in each survey year are given in Tables 2, 3, 
4 and 5. In these tables the varieties are arranged in order of im¬ 
portance for 1961, the last year of the surveys herein reported. To 
emphasize the marked changes that occurred in the varieties of flax 
grown in Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta during the period 1949 
to 1960, the survey data for some of the more prominent varieties 
are presented graphically in Figures 1 to 4. A brief description of 
the varietal survey results, by provinces, follows. 

MANITOBA 

The principal item of interest in Table 2 is the fact that a com¬ 
paratively small number of varieties account for a very large pro¬ 
portion of the area devoted to flax in Manitoba. In 1958, 1959, 1960 
and 1961, for instance, four varieties — Marine, Redwood, Raja and 
Sheyenne, accounted for approximately 90 per cent of the total prov¬ 
incial flax acreage. 

In each of the survey years, 1954 to 1961, Marine was the most 
extensively grown variety in Manitoba. From 1956 to 1961 Redwood 
was second in importance. The acreage devoted to Redwood in¬ 
creased rapidly from 0.3 per cent in 1952 to 23.2 per cent in 1956. 
The status of this variety changed little from 1957 to 1961. Two 
years after its introduction, Raja had become the third most pro¬ 
minent Manitoba flax variety. By 1959 it occupied as much as 16.1 
per cent of the total provincial flax acreage. 
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Table 2—Estimated percentage of the total flax acreage of Manitoba individual varieties occupied 
each year from 1949 to 1961, and the estimated acreage of each variety for 1961. 
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The asterisk (*) indicates a variety reported as grown, but the estimate of acreage was less than 0.1 per cent of 
of Manitoba. 

Includes all other varieties, the most of which occupied less than 0.1 per cent of the total flax acreage of Manitoba. 

































year period, 1949 to 1960. 

Dakota and Royal, the leading varieties in 1949 and 1950, de¬ 
clined steadily in acreage following the introduction of Sheyenne, 
Redwood and Marine. Although Royal and Dakota are high yielding 
varieties they are late maturing and possess little or no resistance 
to rust and certain other diseases. As might be expected, they were 
replaced by new improved, earlier maturing, rust-resistant varieties. 
In recent years, the popularity of the older flax varieties—Redwing, 
Victory and Viking declined rapidly in Manitoba. The varieties 
Rocket and Sheyenne also lost prominence after the introduction of 
the early maturing varieties Marine and Raja. Changes in the pop¬ 
ularity of certain prominent varieties of flax grown in Manitoba dur¬ 
ing the 12-year period, 1949 to 1960, are indicated in Figure 1. 

SASKATCHEWAN 

The flax varietal survey data for Saskatchewan are given in 
Table 3 and Figure 2. They require little comment. 

The results in Table 3 show that in each of the survey years a 
small number of varieties accounted for a large proportion of the 
acreage devoted to flax in Saskatchewan. For instance, two varieties 
— Royal and Dakota — occupied over 70 per cent of the provincial 
total in 1949, 1950 and 1951. From 1958 to 1961, three varieties — 
Redwood, Marine and Norland — accounted for at least 70 per cent 
of the total flax acreage of the province. 

Royal was the most extensively grown flax variety in Saskat¬ 
chewan from 1949 to 1954. Its acreage declined sharply and steadily 
after 1954. In 1949 it occupied 61.5 per cent of the total area de¬ 
voted to flax in Saskatchewan, but by 1961 it accounted for only 1.5 
per cent of the total. 
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Figure 2. Graph showing changes in the popularity of the flax varieties Royal, 
Rocket, Marine. Raja and Redwood in Saskatchewan during the twelve- 
year period, 1949 to 1960. 


In each of the survey years, 1955 to 1961, Redwood was the 
leading flax variety in Saskatchewan. Although it was not released 
until 1951 it had, by 1955, become the most widely-grown variety in 
the province. The acreage of Redwood reached its maximum in 
1958, a year in which it accounted for 43.4 per cent of the Sas¬ 
katchewan flax acreage. Owing mostly to the wide acceptance of 
Raja, which was first introduced in 1955, Redwood had dropped to 
36.6 per cent by 1961. 

Marine, a relatively new variety, ranked second in Saskatchewan 
in 1956, 1957 and 1958. This position, however, was held by Nor¬ 
land, a selection of the old variety Victory, in 1959, 1960 and 1961. 
Norland was released to farmers in 1955 and by 1961 it accounted 
for as much as 26.0 per cent of the provincial flax acreage. 

Although the popularity of the old variety Redwing remained 
fairly constant during the eight-year period 1949 to 1956, it com¬ 
menced to decline in popularity in 1957. As might be expected, the 
acreage of several old varieties including Bison and Victory, declined 
steadily in Saskatchewan after 1952. By 1961 they had been al¬ 
most completely replaced by the new varieties Redwood, Marine, 
Raja and Norland. 

ALBERTA 

The actual acreage individual varieties of flax occupied in Al¬ 
berta in 1961, and the proportion of the total provincial flax acreage 
each variety accounted for in each of the survey years, 1949 to 1961, 
are given in Table 4. Some of the major shifts in the flax variety 
picture that occurred in Alberta during the twelve years, 1949 to 
1960, are indicated in Figure 3. 
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From 1949 to 1961, a large proportion of the flax acreage of Al¬ 
berta was devoted to three or four varieties. In 1949, for instance, 
Redwing, Royal and Bison accounted for 95 per cent of the provincial 
total. Thirteen years later, in 1961, four varieties — Redwing, Red¬ 
wood, Raja and Marine — occupied 94.5 per cent of the total flax 
acreage. 

During the period 1949 to 1956 Redwing, which was first distrib¬ 
uted to farmers in 1932, was the leading variety in Alberta. The 
continued popularity of this variety is apparently due to the fact 
that it matures early and yields well under conditions prevailing in 
the northern areas of the province. The most prominent variety in 
Alberta from 1957 to 1961 was Redwood. Although Redwood is 
classed as a medium-late variety, its high resistance to rust and 
wilt, and its ability to yield well and to ripen uniformly recommend¬ 
ed Redwood to flax growers in the southern and central areas of 
Alberta. Redwing, however, held second place in 1957, 1958 and 
1959. It ranked third in 1960, and second in 1961, a year in which 
it accounted for 25.6 per cent of the provincial flax acreage. 



Figure 3. Graph showing changes in the popularity of the flax varieties Redwing. 

Royal, Marine, Raja and Redwood in Alberta during the twelve-year 
period, 1949 to 1960. 


Raja, an early maturing variety, which was not distributed to 
farmers until 1954, had, by 1960, become the second most important 
flax variety in Alberta. On the other hand, Marine another early mat¬ 
uring disease-resistant variety, was never very widely grown in Al¬ 
berta. Introduced in 1952 it reached its maximum acreage of 11.4 per 
cent in 1955. Although the area devoted to Marine declined to 6.9 per 
cent in 1957, its popularity increased each year from 1957 to 1961. 
By 1961 it still accounted for 11.2 per cent of the provincial total. 

The acreage proportions of the older varieties — Royal, Dakota 
and Bison, declined to a marked degree after 1953 as a result of 
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significant increases in the acreage devoted to the newer improved 
varieties, particularly Redwood, Raja and Marine. The popularity 
of these newer varieties is due largely to their earliness and higher 
resistance to the more common diseases of flax, particularly rust 
and wilt, combined with their ability to produce high yields of seed 
which is high in oil content and excellent in quality. 


PRAIRIE PROVINCES 

The acreage of the major flax varieties grown in the Prairie 
Provinces in 1961, and the proportion each variety occupied in each 
survey year from 1949 to 1961, expressed as a percentage of the 
total flax acreage, are given in Table 5. Shifts in the popularity 
position of certain prominent flax varieties during the twelve-year 
period, 1949 to 1960, are indicated in Figure 4. 


In 1954, three years after it was distributed to farmers, Redwood 
had become the most widely grown flax variety in the Prairie Prov¬ 
inces. It continued to be the most prominent variety until 1961. 
Its maximum acreage was reached in 1958 when it accounted for 
39.4 per cent of the prairie flax acreage. The acreage devoted to 
Redwood had declined to 31.7 per cent by 1961. This decline was 
largely due to the variety Norland, the acreage of which increased 
rapidly after its introduction in 1955. 


As mentioned earlier, the popularity of Redwood is due largely to 
its high resistance to rust and wilt, combined with its ability to ripen 
uniformly. It is also a good yielder and its oil content is high and 



Figure 4. Graph showing changes in the popularity of the flax varieties Redwing, 
Royal, Rocket, Raja and Redwood in the Prairie Provinces during the 
twelve-year period, 1949 to 1960. 
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of good quality. Redwood was widely accepted by flax growers 
in the southern and central districts of each of the prairie prov¬ 
inces. 

The second most important variety grown in the Prairie Prov¬ 
inces from 1955 to 1961 was Marine. This variety, first distributed to 
farmers in 1952, increased to maximum acreage in 1961 when it 
accounted for 22.7 per cent of the total. Through the period 1957 
to 1961 the acreage devoted to Marine remained quite constant. Al¬ 
though the yield of this variety is generally somewhat below that 
of other prominent varieties, its earliness and its rust and wilt re¬ 
sistance are characteristics which have appealed to flax growers in 
the northern areas of Manitoba and Saskatchewan. 

In 1949, two varieties, Royal and Dakota, accounted for 65.8 per 
cent of the flax acreage of the Prairie Provinces. Since then they 
have given way to superior varieties: varieties more resistant to 
disease; more uniform in maturing; and varieties of better oil qual¬ 
ity for the most part. By 1961 Royal and Dakota had almost dis¬ 
appeared. Together that year they accounted for only 1.4 per cent 
of the total prairie flax acreage. 

The once widely-grown varieties Victory and Bison are now of 
little importance in Western Canada. Because of its poor yielding 
ability, the variety Sheyenne, which was first distributed to farmers 
in 1947, was not widely accepted by prairie flax growers. The acre¬ 
age it occupied never exceeded 10.2 per cent of the total area de¬ 
voted to flax in the Prairie Provinces. Rocket is another variety 
which, for a few years after its introduction in 1947, gained rapidly 
in popularity. It reached its maximum acreage in 1952 when it 
accounted for 19.1 per cent of the prairie total after which its pop¬ 
ularity declined steadily. For the Prairie Provinces as a whole, 
the acreage devoted to Redwing, an exceedingly popular variety in 
Alberta, remained fairly constant during the thirteen years, 1949 to 
1961, ranging from a high of 16.9 per cent in 1949 to a low of 8.6 
per cent in 1961. 


In the Prairie Provinces there has been, in recent years, a con¬ 
tinual change in the importance and distribution of flax varieties. 
Old varieties have been rapidly replaced by new ones which possess 
superior agronomic and quality characteristics. The newer flax 
varieties, such as Redwood, Marine, Raja and Norland, were readily 
accepted by farmers. These varieties are early, or medium early 
in maturity, highly resistant to rust and wilt and produce seed of 
high oil content of good quality. They owe their rapid acceptance 
and wide popularity to these factors as they meet the current needs 
of prairie flax growers and of the market. The value of the flax 
varietal surveys reported in this circular lies in the fact that they 
not only indicate the suitability of varieties for certain districts, 
but serve as a basis for further flax improvement. 
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